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This book is dedicated to my parents, Joan and Lee McIntire, the beloved yin and yang in my life





INTRODUCTION

GROWING UP IN southeastern Connecticut in the 1970s, I used to take school trips to see what was left of Native American tribes that once flourished there. A few remaining descendants lived in a sad collection of trailers on a reservation.

There was also a small museum. Someone would come out to greet the kids and our teacher and take us on a tour. We would learn how the Indigenous people were in sync with nature, always careful to not waste anything, turning leftover turtle shells into rattles after making soup.

Most of these little insights went in one ear and out the other. I was more interested in seeing the USS Nautilus, America’s first nuclear submarine, docked at the navy base in New London. I’m quite sure, however, that if our school visits had included a description of the blood-drenched massacre of the Pequot tribe that had occurred nearby in 1637, my fourth-grade self would have perked up.

Like most American boys, I had a naive fascination with violence. It was a mythical and abstract fascination—had I actually witnessed something really bad, I would have run crying to my mother—but the attraction was there nonetheless. Culture played a role, starting at an early age. Comic books, cartoons, and toys were full of pugilistic energy. I discovered what it felt like to hold a gun when I was only five or six and my parents bought me a clear plastic bubble umbrella. Its handle was shaped like a derringer.

I must have had a dozen toy guns as a kid. One was a realistic-looking pump-action shotgun that fired plastic pellets. There were cap pistols that took rolls of paper with gunpowder embedded in it, causing a satisfying tiny detonation when you pulled the trigger. Dart guns shot suction-cup projectiles.

When I was old enough, I got a BB gun. I learned how to use it at a YMCA summer camp, where we fired air rifles at paper targets. At some point, my father took me to an abandoned gravel pit to shoot the real thing: a .22-caliber rifle. It was thrilling and scary and a little emotional. I was about twelve, and there was something about lifting the heavy firearm, all burnished wood and black metal, pointing it, and squeezing the trigger, hearing the loud crack, feeling the recoil—a bit of childhood innocence flew away with the bullet as it shattered an old amber beer bottle perched on a rock.

My dad had grown up in Maine, where his father was a licensed guide who would lead hunting and fishing parties into the wilderness. My grandfather had a log cabin on a lake in the northwestern part of the state that had deer heads and rifles hanging on the walls. Visiting it as a teenager, I wondered why the bed I was sleeping in felt lumpy, lifted the mattress, and found an antique lever-action Winchester tucked under it.

Though he was used to guns, my father viewed them the way his father did, as tools. They didn’t fetishize them, make them central to their identities, or even think about them much at all. For my dad, who didn’t hunt, that meant keeping them mostly for self-defense.

I’m sure my father thought he had convinced me never to fool around with a gun, and that he kept them secreted away where they couldn’t easily be found. Wrong on both counts. I knew where his pistol and rifles were hidden, and more than once, when my parents were off somewhere, I took out the guns and played with them.

When I was a teenager, we lived in a semirural area. One day I got my father’s .30-06 bolt-action rifle—the same type of powerful weapon used to murder Charlie Kirk—and fired a shot out an open window into the woods behind our house. I disposed of the shell casing and quickly stashed the gun back in the closet before my parents came home. I was lucky not to have killed someone.

Later, as an adult, I repeated the same ritual that my father had done with me, showing my nephew and then my son how to shoot a .22 rifle when they had reached their teens (I keep my ammunition locked in a safe). The boys were thrilled.

But why? What did it matter whether they learned to shoot, and how come they enjoyed it so much? Was it because it felt manly, cool, and exciting? Or do the reasons go deeper than that?



Guns have been part of the wallpaper of growing up in America since before its founding. Originally, guns were utilized for hunting, varmint shooting, and, if necessary, self-defense or militia service.

But there also developed a romanticized idyll of firearms as the great equalizer, to be wielded by heroes who would save the day. They became ubiquitous in popular culture, to the point where they are now routinely marketed as manhood-affirming lifestyle accessories. These potent cultural reference points—one utilitarian, the other allegorical—merged into a sort of bland acceptance of firearms as something to be sold and kept around the house like almost any other product.

I’ve spent a big part of my career as a journalist writing about gun violence. I’ve also tried to investigate the larger forces at work. It’s clear, for instance, that reckless commercial practices—making firearms nearly as easy to acquire as an iPhone—have contributed to the problem. In the modern era, a veritable witches’ brew of money, politics, and ideology has warped gun rights, opening the door to irresponsible marketing and accessibility of powerful weapons.

But to lay blame solely with the selfish, craven, or deluded would be to miss the larger point. They are all responding to something embedded deep in the American psyche.

Like a volcanic eruption in the ocean that eventually cools and solidifies to form a verdant island, the American nation was born of violence. Our first two centuries were defined by armed revolution, subjugation of native peoples, civil war, expansionist conquest, and military dominance in two global conflicts. Guns were essential to that, and not just in the obvious sense. Helping blaze this foundational trail were entrepreneurs such as Sam Colt (mass production of revolvers), Richard Gatling (early machine gun), and household names such as Remington, Winchester, and Smith & Wesson.

American spirit, ingenuity, and capital put to work in the service of lethal force.

To acknowledge all this is not to paint the United States as a trigger-happy, unredeemable aggressor. Indeed, there is much laudatory tradition here. Viewed from another angle, American firepower helped end the institution of slavery, save Europe (twice), build a heritage of hunting and sport shooting, and create jobs for millions.

Accepting our uniquely complicated relationship with violence, and the history behind it, provides important context for the broader exploration of gun culture today. When you see firearms-industry marketing bathed in images of heroism, machismo, and the flag—well, it’s not by accident.

This is where I should mention that I’m now a gun owner myself. I have four firearms and I have always believed Americans should be able to keep them, within agreed-upon limits, for self-defense, hunting, or sport.

What I have never understood, however, is our peculiar cognitive dissonance toward these things. We idolize guns and the power they confer, while at the same time blithely tuning out the carnage wrought: about forty thousand dead each year, an average of one mass shooting a day, and gunshots a leading cause of death among children. It wasn’t always this way. Historically, Americans were more clear-eyed about guns as deadly tools and had little trouble balancing the right to own them against sensible restrictions.

Many states had gun-rights provisions in their constitutions, but also freely regulated when and where they could be put to use. A great irony of the Wild West mythos is that those dusty Tombstone towns were sometimes safer than big cities, since local sheriffs and marshals often banned the carrying of firearms. Other motivations were less civic-minded, such as early curbs on gun ownership by Black people.

Only in the last sixty years have we seen the ascendancy of a gun ethos that has corroded civil society in ways earlier generations would have found unimaginable. It is supported by a legal framework, suffused with ideological dogma, which recast the origins and purpose of the Second Amendment to fit a radical view of gun rights.

At its core is a stubborn minority of Americans who refuse to accept commonsense limits, even as advancements in lethal firearms technology make a grotesquerie of their insistence on ever-greater freedoms. In doing so, they have truncated the liberties of everyone who must live with the consequences: traumatic mass-shooter drills forced upon schoolchildren and office workers; a constant low-grade fear that spikes at the sound of a firecracker or car backfiring; police officers who must treat every traffic stop or domestic call as a potential gun battle.

Pondering all this, I sometimes think of that depiction of evolution in science textbooks showing the “ascent of man,” where humans start out small and apelike and gradually grow larger and smarter. Except in the case of gun rights, it goes in reverse: We have become smaller and dumber.

The story of gun culture is essentially the American way but without guardrails. It is a cautionary tale of unfettered liberty, swagger, and free markets applied, in this case, to a product designed to result in our violent undoing.



Through my reporting over the years, my views on gun violence and the way we think about it have evolved. It’s not enough to chronicle the killers and their victims, the politics of the Second Amendment, the role of industry, and the influence of social media—all important to understanding the problem. But they are embedded in a firmament of violence that stretches back across centuries to the nation’s earliest beginnings.

That is why I start this book with the story of the 1637 massacre of the Pequots by English colonists and their Indian allies. Not to pass judgment—my family tree includes an English veteran of the Pequot War and a member of the Mohegan tribe—but to put the firmament in relief. It will continue to acquire shape and substance in succeeding chapters, which explore how the imperatives of war, slavery, westward expansion, crime, and commercialism intertwined with the development of firearms and fueled an ongoing debate over their use.

The book is divided into three sections—Violence, Power, and Freedom—which roughly correlate with America’s historical narrative, while placing the role of guns within it.

The invention of firearms immensely altered the use of force, and with the Revolutionary War guns helped birth a superpower whose creators saw fit to embed them in the genome of its body politic with the Second Amendment. As the succeeding centuries witnessed a continuum of violence accompanied by new forms of firepower, there also developed a uniquely American mindset, recognized and articulated by the courts, that embraced armed resistance to more commonplace offenses—standing your ground.

Over the last hundred years, as gun violence became endemic in US cities, climaxing with submachine guns on the streets of Prohibition-era Chicago, and later came to include the assassinations of political leaders, public revulsion drove the first major attempts at government control. Backlash to those controls spawned what would become the modern gun rights movement.

The middle portion of the book chronicles the accumulation of power and turn to radicalism by the National Rifle Association, drawing upon previously unreported material, including internal NRA records and correspondence. The NRA, however, is only part of a larger story of how reactionary forces worked lawmakers and the judiciary to transform America’s relationship with firearms. Congress granted extraordinary liability protections to the gun industry, while the Supreme Court reframed the Second Amendment, ignoring the long-held view that its reference to “a well regulated militia” was not a fusty preamble but a commonly understood restraint.

The third section of the book explores how these legal victories freed politicians, businesses, and Wall Street players to seek power and profits by making gun ownership a cultural identifier. And with the rise of social media and marketing aimed at a generation of alienated young men, freedom in this sense has often resembled the exercise of rights without responsibilities.

The book concludes with a look at what actions could be taken to change the trajectory that the country is on. This includes some thoughts on the larger societal forces at work beyond just the availability of guns.

The story of violence and guns in America is not always easy to tell or to hear. But it’s one that I believe can ultimately be hopeful because knowledge is the only weapon more powerful than black powder.





VIOLENCE





A COWARDLY CONTRIVANCE

AS A KID, I never learned about the Massacre at Mystic, despite living a hatchet’s throw from where it happened and having a family connection to participants. It wasn’t something the grown-ups in my life were prone to talk about. In part, that was because the ignominious episode could serve as a trailhead for any exploration of the American way of violence.

As an adult, I pieced that story together from firsthand accounts of English who were involved. What emerged offered an unnerving view of how my forebears, in the name of God and king, conjured the moral certitude to slaughter more than six hundred men, women, and children.

The tale begins in a moonlit encampment not far from a river, where a large group of militiamen could hear the distant, tremulous intonations of Native Americans singing. It was normally a sound that might send a shiver through the English.

But on that night, the hundred or so New Englanders were fortified with righteous rage. They believed it was the devil himself they heard, and yet God was with them. They settled in for a few hours of sleep before the sanctioned bloodshed to come.

It was the 26th of May in the year of our Lord 1637.

Rising before dawn, the men took up muskets, pikes, and swords and resumed their trek in silence toward where the midnight singing had been heard. They emerged from woods to find a field of newly planted corn before them. Just beyond was a large hill topped by a wooden fort that was the home base of the Pequots.

Accompanying Capt. John Mason and his party were more than two hundred Native Americans from rival tribes who had joined them for the early-morning attack. The fort was actually a palisade of tree trunks encircling a village of about seventy wigwams, home to between four hundred and seven hundred men, women, and children in an area then called Mistick. These included the Pequot warriors who were the primary target of the English colonists.

Tensions between the colonists and Indigenous peoples had been building for years. The 1630s had seen the opening of floodgates as Puritans poured in and spread south and west from Massachusetts. Indigenous tribes, notably the Pequot, Narragansett, and Mohegan, previously had internecine conflicts over territory and resources, but now they jockeyed for advantage in dealing with the Europeans.

Trade with the Dutch and the English had worked for a while. The tribes exchanged wampum and animal skins for other goods, including firearms, whose value they immediately recognized. But clashes grew more common, and when a Pequot raiding party surprised a small farming colony along the Connecticut River, brutally killing nine men and women and kidnapping two girls, the enraged English vowed vengeance.

As the Puritans saw it, they had given the Pequots every chance to behave in a civilized manner, only to be repaid with bloodshed. A militia officer in Captain Mason’s party, John Underhill, would later write:

“This insolent Nation, seeing we had used much lenity towards them, and themselves not able to make good use of our patience, set upon a course of greater insolence than before.”

What happened next would arguably be recognized today as the start of a pogrom.

The Puritans kicked it off with a day of fast and prayer. Night watches were set throughout the colony and an edict was issued that no one leave their home without bearing arms. Most households had muskets to comply with mandatory militia training.

Militias in colonial America were not created to throw off the yoke of the state or to rebel against the monarchy. Their purpose initially was to defend against Indigenous raids and, occasionally, other European colonists (it would not be long before they also became an enforcement mechanism for slavery). The Massachusetts Bay Colony, starting in the 1630s, mandated that each household keep a pound of gunpowder and twenty bullets and be prepared to muster in thirty minutes. Connecticut law required all males, ages sixteen to forty-five, to have guns at home so their respective towns could create “trained bands” that would meet “four days in the year for instructions in military discipline.”

The compulsory militia service, which afforded the colonists both weapons and some basic level of training, allowed them to come together as a fighting force following the Pequot assault on the farmers.

Before the English set off, a group of about fifty Mohegans arrived to join them, bringing along as proof of allegiance the severed hands of four Pequots, as well as a Pequot prisoner who was still alive. As the English watched, the Mohegans tied one of his legs to a post, and about twenty men used a rope to pull his other leg until his limbs separated; a militia officer put the dismembered man out of his misery with a pistol shot.

The Dutch, perhaps unnerved by the bloodlust and fury sweeping through the English colony, managed to secure the release of the two girls taken by the Pequots. The girls appeared physically unharmed and provided useful details about the Pequot fortifications. They also mentioned that the Indians had questioned them about how to make gunpowder.

The Pequots were going to need it.

There were two entrances to the Pequot fort, on opposite sides of the palisade, each blocked with a heavy brush pile. Captain Mason divided his men into teams to approach the entrances, while their Indigenous allies formed a wide circle behind them, to block the escape of any Pequots.

As the English crept forward, muskets in one hand and swords in the other, suddenly a dog started barking. A warning cry went up inside the fort.

“Owanux! Owanux!”

Pequot men raced to the palisade walls with bows and hatchets. Their presence known, the English stopped and raised their guns, firing a volley at the palisade. The thundering cracks reverberated through the forest.

Firing a seventeenth-century gun in battle was not a simple task. A typical musket is loaded from the muzzle end, gunpowder poured in first, followed by a wad of cloth (if available and time allowed) and a lead ball, all packed into place with a ramrod. Next, primer powder is put in a pan atop the breech of the gun. It is locked into place, the gun is cocked, and finally the shooter aims and pulls the trigger, causing a flint to spark into the pan and ignite the powder.

Experienced shooters could reload three or four times a minute. But most of the English colonists were not experienced—they were farmers, tradesmen, and merchants. Perhaps that is why Underhill, describing the sight of his men managing to successfully shoot up the Pequot fort, saw “the providence of God in it.

“That soldiers so unexpert in the use of their arms, should give so complete a volley,” he said, it was “as though the finger of God had touched both match and flint.”

While the initial round of gunfire had frightened the Pequots, it was not going to get the English into the fort. For that, they had to pull away the brush piles and charge through the entrances, whereupon they were immediately peppered with arrows. Some managed to make it far enough inside to engage the Indians, firing muskets, slashing with swords, and lunging with pikes.

But arrows were finding their mark. Englishmen were struck in the face, legs, neck. Several arrows bounced off Captain Mason’s helmet. Underhill took arrows to the hip and between his shoulders.

Realizing their plans were faltering, Captain Mason made a fateful call. He grabbed a firebrand from inside a wigwam and set it ablaze. Underhill, who was essentially Captain Mason’s second-in-command, followed suit, throwing gunpowder around and lighting it. Bloodied and out of breath, the English fled the fort and waited.

Soon, flames and columns of black smoke were rising high into the darkness. The predawn gloom was aglow in flickering firelight. And then came the screams.

Pequot men, women, and children tried to escape. Some made a dash through flames and smoke for the entrances, others clambered over the palisade walls. They were met with gunfire from the English who surrounded the fort.

Those who evaded the volleys of musket balls encountered the circle of Mohegans and Narragansetts waiting in the trees. They were butchered by their fellow Native Americans.

The slaughter was over in about an hour. Estimates are that about 150 of those killed were warriors, and the rest were more than 400 noncombatants, many of them elderly people, women, and children. Only a handful survived. Two English militiamen were killed—one of them accidentally by friendly musket fire.

Standing amid the carnage, some of the English were traumatized by the scale of it. Underhill later described the scene, providing a glimmer of introspection in the process:

“Great and doleful was the bloody sight to the view of young soldiers that never had been in war, to see so many souls lie gasping on the ground so thick in some places, that you could hardly pass along. It may be demanded, ‘Why should you be so furious (as some have said), should not Christians have more mercy and compassion?’ ”

The militiaman had an answer.

“Sometimes, the Scripture declareth women and children must perish with their parents,” he wrote, adding, “But we will not dispute it now. We had sufficient light from the word of God for our proceedings.”



Some two centuries after the massacre, as the United States was celebrating its centennial, Connecticut authorities saw fit to honor Captain Mason with statuary and proclamations. A new state capitol building in Hartford featured an eight-foot-tall likeness of him, standing in a raised niche. Not far away, a stone relief entitled Attack on an Indian Fort depicted the captain heroically leading his men against Pequot warriors.

As a journalist working at the state capitol in the 1990s, I would pass by those commemorations frequently. Glancing up at them while hurrying to a press conference, I had what you might call an epiphany. It came shortly after a mass shooting at the Connecticut State Lottery headquarters, a story that I had been covering as a reporter for the Hartford Courant.

Guns had been on my mind, and I noticed for the first time that none of the sculpted depictions showed Mason with a firearm. Instead, they showed him and his men bravely charging with swords, in the face of arrows being shot by Native Americans hiding behind trees. Of course, swords had made an appearance during the attack. But mainly, the Pequots had fallen under repeated volleys of gunfire while defending themselves with comparatively primitive weapons as their homes burned to the ground.

Certainly, some of this historical distortion could be chalked up to the hagiography that often inflects commemorations of war. But this felt different to me. The absence of guns seemed intentional. If you squint hard enough at the stone relief, you can see small, faceless men in the rear with what appeared to be muskets over their shoulders. A sort of reluctant nod to the facts that didn’t interfere with the implied message: There was something less honorable about the “savages” lobbing death from a distance while the white man courageously advanced with nothing but a blade.

Was I reading too much into it? Curious, I started looking up images that memorialized historical figures associated with wars. There was a statue of the Marquis de Lafayette in Hartford, not far from the capitol. The French aristocrat famously gave George Washington a set of flintlock pistols that he used throughout the Revolution. Lafayette had trained with guns at an early age, helped deliver five thousand muskets to American forces, and was shot in the leg during battle. But you wouldn’t know that looking at his statue—it shows him on a horse waving a sword in the air. No gun. Similarly, good luck finding a statue of Washington holding one.

The same is true of Civil War commemorations of generals such as Ulysses Grant, William Sherman, and Robert E. Lee. In fact, all the way into the twentieth century, commanding officers, especially, were almost always celebrated with depictions of them gripping swords, while monuments featuring average soldiers sometimes included guns.

Some of this is no doubt attributable to the tradition of swords as a ceremonial accoutrement for military officers even in the modern era. But why should a sword somehow convey bravery and honor in a way that the far more common and useful gun does not?

As knowledge of black powder migrated from China to the Middle East and into Europe in the late medieval period, it was first put to use in cannons for Western warfare. It wasn’t long before the mechanics of these weapons gained efficiency and shrank, resulting in hand-size versions that shot a ball from a rough iron pipe.

These early “hand cannons” were dangerous, inaccurate, and capable of firing only short distances. If they didn’t blow up in your face, your best chance for striking the enemy was to aim in the general direction of a cluster of soldiers and hope to hit one of them.

Hand cannons were eventually replaced by the harquebus, an early long gun that could fire hundreds of yards but was heavy and often required a stand on which to rest the barrel. These, too, gradually improved and by the sixteenth century were increasingly common on European battlefields alongside traditional swords, bows, and pikes.

The benefits were obvious. Bladed weapons, along with arrows and bolts, usually required repeated application to find their mark, while a single ball blasted from a firearm often punctured early types of armor, inflicting grievous injuries. Yet, some military leaders initially did not take to guns.

Sir John Smyth, a high-ranking English officer, complained to the Crown in 1591 that guns were “very complicated things which get out of order in many ways” and tired the soldiers who had to carry them. “Whereas, also a bowman can let off six aimed shots a minute, a musketeer can discharge but one in two minutes.”

More than practical considerations, there was also resistance to the way firearms altered the nature of conflict itself. An early-sixteenth-century chronicler of Ottoman wars, Ibn Zunbul, observed that Mamluk knights of that period rejected the firearm as dishonorable and unmanly—deadly “even if a woman were to fire it”—and he blamed Christian crusaders for polluting the battlefield with them. “You have brought with you this contrivance artfully devised by the Christians of Europe when they were incapable of meeting the Muslim armies on the battlefield,” he wrote, adding, “How darest thou shoot with firearms at Muslims!”

This sense of unfairness, that a gun imbued any ignorant serf (or woman!) with unearned power, was probably best expressed by the Chevalier de Bayard, a sixteenth-century French knight. Bayard was known to hang enemy prisoners who were found to have wielded firearms. Combat, he believed, should be waged face-to-face by men of strength and skill, not cowardly tykes plinking at noble soldiers from a safe remove.

“It is a shame,” Bayard declared, “that a man of spirit should be exposed to be killed by a miserable stone or iron ball against which he cannot defend himself.”

Whatever the drivers, institutional hesitancy to embrace the new technology meant that early advancements in firearms occurred mostly in the civilian sector, only later finding their way into wider acceptance by armies. And acceptance did eventually arrive. The brutal logic of the thing was overwhelming.

A musket or harquebus ball carried about twenty times the kinetic energy of an arrow, did not depend on the bowman’s strength to fire it, and could fell the enemy with one shot; it was not uncommon for soldiers to fight on with multiple arrows sticking out of them, whereas a single iron ball could lay waste to their anatomy. Importantly, a firearm could do the same against a horse, degrading cavalry units more quickly.

The inevitability of the gun eventually overtook its chivalrous detractors, ushering in a new age of ever more ruthless and remote efficiency in the ability to kill. For Bayard, probably the most famous of the firearms naysayers, fate delivered the verdict early.

Leading French troops in battle at the Sesia River in Italy in 1524, Bayard had his horse shot out from under him—twice—by an enemy heavily armed with the relatively new harquebuses. Bayard and his men fought bravely with swords and pikes, but were no match for the relentless hail of balls fired from a distance.

A harquebus ball struck Bayard in the loins, fracturing his spine. He refused to leave the battlefield and instead had his men prop him up against a tree to await the advancing enemy, saying, “There is no need to pity me. I die as a man of honor ought.”

When the great knight was finally vanquished, sword still in hand, he was surrounded by lesser men whose deadly black-powder contrivances carried a message from the future.



It is a great irony, given how guns are marketed today as totems of masculinity, that many seasoned fighters in that earlier era rejected them as unworthy gadgets wielded by weaklings. The glib, smashmouth tone of modern gun influencers on Instagram and YouTube would seem to validate our ancestors’ skepticism of how firearms fit into traditional conceptions of honor, grace, and courage.

There have been plenty of studies purporting to show an association between men’s attraction to guns and feelings of insecurity related to economic status, relationships, or social standing. I tend to be skeptical of some of these, for the simple reason that correlation does not necessarily equal causation. That said, I’ve known guys in my life who would, regrettably, seem to fit this scenario.

And gun companies appear to believe it. So much of firearms advertising is based on an unabashed appeal to men who, well, want to feel like a man. I can easily imagine a twenty-first-century marketer’s resurrection of Capt. John Mason as a steroidal hero, ammo belts strapped across his chest and wielding a smoking rifle.

The gunless depictions of Mason in the Connecticut state capitol, however, only drew my attention to the reality that firearms created a fundamental imbalance in the conflict that favored the English over the Pequots—similar to what Bayard and his men encountered a century before. To be sure, the Pequots had learned how to use guns and would try to barter for them or seize them whenever possible. But they could not hope to match the scale of armaments, ammunition, and training of the English, who enjoyed the support of the Crown.

After the Mystic Massacre, what was left of the Pequot tribe in the region fled west along the Connecticut coast until reaching a swamp where English militias caught up to them. A final confrontation ensued in which the English again relied heavily on musket fire to end it. This time, before finishing off most of the Pequot fighters, they allowed women and children to surrender—only to send most of them into slavery later.

The Connecticut Pequots were effectively destroyed as a cohesive political unit and culture. Rival tribes mopped up those who were left wherever they found them. When Sassacus, a Pequot sachem who had escaped the swamp battle, sought refuge with Iroquois Mohawks, they killed him and sent his head to the English as a show of solidarity.

The militiamen had vanquished their fiercest enemy, but it was far from the end of conflict with the Native Americans. Skirmishes would continue, culminating in the late 1670s in what became known as King Philip’s War, the biggest and bloodiest of the New England clashes.

The war was a sprawling series of battles across several states, and this time the English faced Indigenous people who were frequently armed with guns, despite efforts in the intervening years to rein in the spread of firearms through treaties with various tribes. There were thousands of casualties before the war ended in 1678, and atrocities were committed on both sides. Hundreds of women, children, and other noncombatants were killed or burned out of their homes—an echo of the seminal Massacre at Mystic decades earlier.

King Philip’s War, and the brutal way it was conducted, marked the end of any hope of peaceful coexistence between the Europeans and Indigenous peoples. It was also a turning point for the New England militias, which had been forced to improve their military prowess in repeated engagements over many years. Their weaponry and training had ultimately proved decisive.

By the dawn of the eighteenth century, the militias had solidified their place in the social and political fabric of the emerging nation. The concept of citizen soldiers had proven to be an effective model for conquest and settlement in the absence of significant troops, which Great Britain did not initially commit.

By the time the Crown finally did send more of its army to America, mainly to fight the French in an endless geopolitical great-powers contest, the colonies had developed a rudimentary military capability of their own. It would prove useful when they decided to turn their muskets on a new enemy—one wearing red coats.





DIN OF ARMS

SHOTS FIRED, PEOPLE on campus with guns, students and teachers running. A chaotic and frightening scene—but then, the hasty formation of a well-regulated militia always was.

It was the morning of July 5, 1779, and a lookout with a telescope atop the chapel at Yale College had spied British Gen. William Tryon arriving at New Haven with a fleet of ships and thousands of troops. Alarm guns sounded, word spread, and soon professors, students, farmers, and shopkeepers scrambled to take up positions, wielding the firearms they were expected to keep for just such an emergency.

“Men rushed madly about, some hatless, without their coats, but all armed with their long muskets,” a witness later recalled. “All seemed to be making for the green, where already men were forming into line.”

Drums pounded. Dogs barked and boys ran. Among those seen responding to the New Haven green was Prof. Naphtali Daggett, a former president of Yale, holding the reins of a skinny old horse while waving a musket aloft with his free hand.

Daggett’s experience that day was typical of many citizen-soldiers whose courage outpaced their military skills. A man of letters in his early fifties, old for that time, Daggett presumably had only basic proficiency with a firearm. As he attested later in an affidavit, he joined other militiamen on the morning of July 5 to take up positions on a hilltop and await the British. But the enemy advanced faster than expected.

Daggett saw redcoats coming up the hill, and as he sought cover behind some bushes, he was immediately spotted. He ran without taking a shot.

“They instantly fired upon me,” he wrote, “which they continued till I had run a dozen rods, discharging not less than fifteen or twenty balls at me alone.”

The shots all missed. Daggett made it to the bushes, managed to level his musket at one of the soldiers, and fired. He, too, missed. Reloading his musket, he quickly “determined not to discharge it any more” because the enemy was upon him. Daggett offered himself in surrender, but found that the British regulars were not sticklers for the rules of combat.

The redcoats called him a “damned old rebel” and demanded to know why he fired at them. Daggett’s scholarly response—“Because it is the exercise of war!”—seemed to infuriate them further, and they beat him with rifle barrels, gashed his head and torso with a bayonet, and stole his shoes, handkerchief, and tobacco box. They then forced him to walk, bleeding and bruised, into town, where he collapsed in “such acute and excruciating pain as I have never felt before.”

Daggett died the following year.

From where we sit today, centuries removed from that fraught time, it’s hard to imagine what it was like for average citizens to drop their pitchforks or quills, grab a musket, and rush out to confront professional soldiers who were far better trained and equipped. It took a special kind of mettle.

Over the years I’ve interviewed people who think of themselves as carrying on the tradition of citizen militias. These are mostly weekend warriors who like to run around the woods in camo with AR-15s. Some are nice people, with families, who believe in being “prepared” in case of disaster, whether natural or the political kind.

Others just seem lost. They might buy a DON’T TREAD ON ME flag, watch TikTok videos by paid influencers hyping the latest gear, and spout pseudohistory over beers or pot. Some of them showed up at the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, and occupied statehouses during the protests over COVID-19 restrictions.

Most of the aspiring citizen-soldiers I’ve talked to seemed to truly believe they were constitutionally empowered to take up arms against government acts they didn’t like—for some, being told to wear a mask in a pandemic was their Boston Massacre.

You might say that these were the ignorant serfs so feared by the likes of Chevalier de Bayard. A lack of knowledge and perspective, combined with easy access to extremely lethal weaponry, had created a dangerous subculture untethered from any sense of civic responsibility.

A good example of how misinformation, politics, and commercial interests can come together to hijack history is the 2020 plot to kidnap Michigan’s Gov. Gretchen Whitmer. Thirteen men, at least half of whom had ties to self-proclaimed militia groups, were charged with planning the abduction as retaliation for pandemic-related lockdowns. In their own recorded words, the suspects came across at best as trash-talkers, at worst, as dangerous insurrectionists. They complained about being “robbed and enslaved by the state” and vowed resistance “manifested through bullets.”

Following the news coverage at the time, I thought that more attention should have been paid to two important elements: firearms and the misguided self-justification for using them.

One of the plot’s ringleaders, Adam Fox, lived in the basement of a vacuum repair shop in Grand Rapids. Down there, amid the hoses, nozzles, and broken canister vacs, the unemployed Fox slept with his dogs and guns, occasionally taking to social media to vent about COVID-19 restrictions. He took a video of himself, alone in the cellar, practicing with an unloaded AR-15–style rifle, quickly slapping in a fresh magazine before dropping the gun and whipping out a semiautomatic pistol. His T-shirt depicted an American flag superimposed with the silhouette of an assault weapon.

The semiautomatic rifle that Fox was toying with can fire about forty-five rounds per minute, with each .223-caliber bullet traveling six hundred yards in one second. The gun is lightweight and has ten times the accuracy of a musket, can hold a hundred-round magazine, and is generally equal in firepower to about thirty colonial-era minutemen with the guns of their period. On impact, a single bullet will blow apart a skull or vital organs, leaving a gaping exit wound the size of a fist. If you’re still alive when the slug leaves your body, you will bleed out quickly.

I don’t own an AR-15, but I’ve fired them, and I’m always struck by the sense of sheer lethality. There are more powerful rifles—my 30-06 bolt-action hunting rifle uses larger ammo that travels farther—but the lighter, fast-loading punch of an AR-15 gives it a menacing charisma.

There are tens of millions of these semiautomatic weapons circulating in the civilian population of the United States today. They are easy to purchase online, and, in many states, you can arrange to have them delivered to a licensed dealer for pickup near your home. Those bought through private sales, rather than through a dealer, generally do not require a background check.

In short, AR-15s are weapons of war, dumbed down slightly by not having the option of fully automatic firing. The gun industry is happy to help you get one to live out your patriotic fantasies.

One company sells a semiautomatic military-style rifle called the Militia Model. Another company says on its website it was “founded with one goal, to restore the idea of the Militia. As citizens of a free country, it is our duty to be well equipped and well trained.” With a few mouse clicks and a credit card, self-imagined minutemen can arrange to have an AR-15 shipped to a dealer near them.

Some of those arrested in the Whitmer kidnapping plot trained with self-described militias while planning the kidnapping. These organizations have a long and checkered history in Michigan that includes occasional criminal investigations, yet have enjoyed tacit acceptance by some Republican leaders, who find it politically expedient to appear with them at rallies or even inside the state capitol in Lansing.

However, what militia members do not seem to recognize, or choose to ignore, is that the US Constitution granted primary control over militias to the states—and the laws of every state prohibit unauthorized, private military activities. In Michigan, the state constitution explicitly requires that military forces “in all cases and at all times be in strict subordination to the civil power.”

In other words, subordinate to the governor.

The Whitmer kidnapping case lurched to a muddled conclusion. Nine suspects pleaded guilty or were convicted, while five others were acquitted, owing in part to allegations of FBI overreach in the use of informants. Fox was sentenced to sixteen years.

The whole affair was quintessentially modern American in its absurdity and danger. Regardless of whether the hapless schemers—more middling men than minutemen—ever really intended to pull it off, they easily obtained enough firepower to kill many people. They also armed themselves with a rationale and sense of mission based on a misreading of history that has proven convenient to business and political interests.

Real militias don’t exist anymore. But appreciating their place in American history is vital to understanding gun culture today. The Constitution’s references to the militia are an object of consternation or adoration, depending on point of view, and have generally made it more difficult for the country to find agreement on anything involving firearms.

Citizen militias in America have only mustered once to fight government tyranny. And it wasn’t the American government they were fighting.



The lookout who spotted the British ships from atop the Yale chapel that July 5 morning in 1779 was none other than Naphtali Daggett’s successor as college president, Ezra Stiles. The townsfolk had been warned that such an assault could occur, but as Stiles described it later in a diary, “a lethargy seemed to have seized the inhabitants” as they hoped, without reason, that the invasion force might pass them by.

They were soon disabused of that notion.

General Tryon and his second-in-command, Gen. George Garth, landed two raiding parties of roughly three thousand British regulars and Hessian mercenaries. The first redcoats to arrive read aloud, to anyone within earshot, an “Address to the Inhabitants of Connecticut,” which was an exquisitely English blend of menace, leniency, and sneer at the threat posed by the rebel militias:

“Can the strength of your whole province cope with the force which might at any time be poured through every district in your country? You are conscious it cannot. Why, then, will you persist in a ruinous and ill-judged resistance?”

The challenges faced by the citizen militias were apparent in how they coped with the New Haven invasion. On the plus side, they were well armed.

The first English colonists had received regular shipments of firearms to equip their militias for fighting the Pequots
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